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As a representative of the St. Louis Trade and
Labor Assembly, where his command of German
and leadership skills were welcomed, he success-
fully lobbied the state legislature for labor-reform
laws. In 1879 at Jefferson City a law creating the
Missouri Bureau of Labor Statistics was enacted,
thanks to McGuire. Following that laws were
passed restricting child labor, safeguarding
employees from competition of prison labor, and
a statute requiring ventilation of mines—largely
through his efforts. Recognition of his ability led
to his appointment as deputy commissioner of
the Bureau, but his activist personality clashed
with a career as a bureaucrat, and he left after six
months. Needless to point out, there were
numerous side trips during the St. Louis period
for speeches, conferences, and conventions—
including one to the International Socialist
Congress in Coire, Switzerland, held in early
October after which he “visited [areas in]
Switzerland, Italy, Germany, France & England
& returned Nov 3 —1881.”°

Prior to leaving for Europe several St. Louis
unionists led by McGuire framed a call for a
national federation of all organized trades. Terre
Haute, Indiana was the site of the meeting which
they attended as delegates from the St. Louis
Trades Assembly and proposed the plan. The
result was a conference of trade union officials at
Pittsburgh in November which established the
Federation of Organized Trades and Labor
Unions (FOTLU). McGuire was not present. The
FOTLU proved to be impotent. Nevertheless, it
was the forerunner of the American Federation of

Labor, founded four years later.

NATIONAL UNION
The Carpenter, a monthly paper first appeared in
May of 1881. It was conceived by McGuire,
aided by his associate August Overbeck who
wrote columns in German. McGuire, editor and
publisher, prepared those in English. An evalua-
tion of The Carpenter was published in the New
York Sun on March 30, 1887. The review of it in
the Sun was quite favorable and included the fol-
lowing comments:
Next in the editorial page, an aggrega-
tion of pertinent, sensible, practical para-
graphs and articles calling forth by

occurrences in t/ye country or the

Brotherhood. It is a peculiarity of this lit-
tle journal that every line that is written
for it is distinguished for the simplicity,

directness and good

taste of the language

used. In this respect the

Carpenter could be

read with profit in the

offices of some of the
most prosperous news-
papers even in New

York."

Publication of it con-
tinues to this day. It was
conceived as an instru-
ment to publicize launch-
ing a national union in
the trade, which McGuire
and socialist comrade
Gustav Luebkert hoped to
create. Forming a plan-
ning committee, they
contacted sixty-two local
carpenter unions inviting
delegates for a convention
on August 8, 1881 in

Chicago. Thirty-five delegates from fifteen cities
appeared in Chicago. They accounted for
approximately 4,800 carpenters. Today the union
has slightly more than half a million members. Its
complete title is United Brotherhood of
Carpenters and Joiners of America. It is com-
monly referred to as the Brotherhood.

The 1881 convention elected McGuire gen-
eral secretary of the union. As its only full-time
officer he was provided with a salary of fifteen
dollars per week. Gabriel Edmonston of
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Hlustration:

Certificate of mar-
riage between
McGuire and his
second wife,
“Teenie” Wolff: They
were married in
Manbhattan in
October, 1884, and
had three daughters
and one son.
Courtesy of LA.
O’Donnell.

Wiashington, D.C. became its first president.
McGuire’s innumerable responsibilities as editor-
journalist, correspondent, and traveling organizer
were heavy indeed, but his dedication was equal
to the burden. In late November, 1881 McGuire
moved his office to New York City where it was

located at 184 William Street.

In the same period he persevered through
the several years of serious illness and hospitaliza-
tion of his first wife. She died on January 26,
1884. McGuire, heavy hearted, nevertheless car-
ried on and married again on October 16, 1884.
In New York’s Church of the Nativity, he wed
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Christina Iris Wolff, a woman thirteen years his
junior. A Lutheran from Staten Island, she
patiently stood by him, bore him three daughters
(Lillian, Kathryn, Myrtle) and one son, PJ. Jr,
who became a Tammany Hall politico. She also
raised Sadie, then aged twelve, his stepdaughter
by the first marriage. “Teenie” Wolff was to sur-
vive McGuire by thirteen years."

AMERICAN FEDERATION OF LABOR

The AFL, established on December 8, 1886,
soon demonstrated effectiveness that its predeces-
sor lacked. To a significant degree this was due to
the active participation of McGuire who was its
secretary for the first few critical years. He was in
his mid-thirties, and his experience, leadership,
intelligence and judgment provided to the new
union needed direction, of which he gave unspar-
ingly. This he did in addition to the heavy burden
already demanded by his post as full-time secre-
tary of the carpenters union. His old friend,
Samuel Gompers, president of the AFL, relied
heavily on McGuire’s advice and support.

By the late 1890s the AFL had become a
going concern, and the carpenters union had
recovered membership lost due to the recession of
that decade. The Brotherhood became one of the
largest unions in the nation. Due to the excessive
obligations he had undertaken, McGuire’s health
had suftered. He, therefore, resigned from his
position as AFL secretary and later left the post of
first vice president.

For Peter J. McGuire, trade unionism was not
the ultimate goal. He clung tenaciously to the ideal
of a democratic, worker-controlled common-
wealth which could replace capitalism. However,
he recognized that it could not be realized until
organization of workers was almost universal. One
may speculate that he became aware it would not
be achieved in his lifetime. In a letter to Gabriel
Edmonston dated September 15, 1883 he said,
“socialism is my faith, my religious ideal....™?

LAST YEARS

As frequently as McGuire traveled and as often as
he gave speeches, it is not surprising that his health
was affected. The effects became obvious in the
1890s. In spring 1891, he developed pneumonia

after settling a strike in Indianapolis. The following
December he was ill with flu. In March 1894, he

came down with flu and catarrh. By December he
was again afflicted by catarrh and then “La
Grippe.”? His illnesses began to affect his ability
to handle correspondence, bookkeeping and 7he
Carpenter, for all of which he was responsible.

By the turn of the century he was aged forty-
eight, and his health was seriously deteriorating.
He was unwilling to encourage younger men to
whom he could delegate responsibility or to cul-
tivate a successor for himself. In short, McGuire
had a proprietary view of the Brotherhood. The
upshot was a revolt led by two executive board
members of the Brotherhood, Frank Duffy and
William Huber— clearly “business unionists”
lacking anything like the idealism of McGuire.
They conspired with an anti-union lawyer to
indict McGuire for embezzling union funds.

It is impossible to believe that McGuire
intentionally used treasury funds for his own
gratification. On the other hand, his failing
health—he now had severe rheumatism and liver
disease caused by alcohol— might have led to his
borrowing union funds to pay medical expenses,
for which he intended to repay the union when
he recovered.

Finally, after being suspended as general secre-
tary, an out-of-court settlement was arranged
whereby he repaid the Brotherhood by an amount
of $1,000. His last appearance took place at the
1902 convention in Atlanta where he hoped to
defend himself. It was very sad. He was unable to
stand upright. His formerly powerful voice was
barely audible. He denied the charges and resigned
from the Brotherhood he had created.™

In a modest house at 204 Byron Street in
Camden, New Jersey the founder of the United
Brotherhood of Carpenters joined his eighteen-
year-old daughter Kathryn at the kitchen table
for a game of hands. It was a cold winter
evening in February 1906. The house was not
heated sufficiently for lack of money to buy
enough coal. Peter James McGuire, now aged
fifty-three, suddenly collapsed and lingered in a
semi-comatose state. He mumbled incoherently
about carpenter unions out west for three days.
On February 18, 1906 he died. The poverty of
his last years was not unusual for individuals
who espoused the cause of trade unions in
those early times.
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Although the office of the Brotherhood moved
from St. Louis to several other locations, in 1886
it moved to Philadelphia where it remained while
McGuire was general secretary. McGuire and his
family settled in Camden, New Jersey just across
the Delaware River. McGuire commuted to his
office on the Vine Street ferry— when not
engaged in one of his innumerable trips. Upon
his death, therefore, he was buried in the Roman
Catholic Calvary Cemetery in Camden. The
poverty of the family prevented purchase even of
a suitable grave marker.

When his widow inquired about reserving a
plot next to that of her husband, an officious cler-
ic named Bernard Mulligan informed her that she
was prohibited from burial there since she was
Lutheran and, therefore, could not be buried in
consecrated ground. He said he would mark her
husband’s grave with a teacup. In April 1886,
Father Mulligan released McGuire’s remains. As
the Brotherhood recognized its obligation to the
widow of its founder, she could afford to move
McGuire’s remains to the Arlington Cemetery in
Pennsauken, New Jersey. There she could reserve
a plot for herself next to his. The union also pro-
vided funds for a larger home for the family.*s

In 1948, realizing the great work of
McGuire, the AFL Central Labor Union of
Camden and vicinity introduced a resolution at
the AFL convention, calling for a memorial for
PJ. McGuire. The resolution was accepted. The
monument was completed in 1952 at his
gravesite and dedicated in the same year. It con-
sists of a large statue of McGuire on a pedestal
with a background of eight marble pillars in
curved alignment. Labor Day celebrations are

held there annually.*®
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